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It is a well-acknowledged fact that a
disproportionate percentage of serious law
enforcement incidents occur after dark. This
is particularly true of violent crimes, such as
assaults, robberies and rapes. Paradoxically,
until recently, the Federal Aviation Administration had prohibited the use of small
unmanned aircraft systems (sUAS) at night,
other than by the FBI, which informed
sources report already had a night sUAS
certificate of authorization (COA).
Having been forced to curtail searches
for two serious felons near Finley, ND,
because of nightfall, Grand Forks County
(ND) Sheriff's Department (GFSD) UAS Unit
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successful, validating
the unit's belief that
the aircraft could
be seen at a greater
distance at night, that
manned air traffic was
less frequent and that
the night atmospheric
conditions were
more favorable to
sUAS operations."

oration wit 1
,
set its s1g ts on
breaking the code of sUAS night operations.

EASING OPERATIONS
Based on their collective experiences as
FM-licensed commercial pilots and flight
instructors, GFSD UAS Unit personnel
believed flying sUAS at night would actually
be easier and safer than daytime sUAS operations. Less manned air traffic, the ability to
see the navigation lights of the sUAS at a
greater distance than during the day, less
thermal generated turbulence and generally
lighter winds were all factors that led the
team to believe night operations would be
simpler. The ability to respond to serious
nighttime incidents was an added incentive.
In the summer of 2013, working closely
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